The morality of a people is the line of conduct which is found most compatible with the success of the gregarious life, and is the result of adjustment of conflicting individual desires. Certain features of the primitive conventional moral system are gradually defined as compulsory and so become the law of the community.
We are forced to the view that morality has no ultimate standard, not only by philosophical considerations, but also by observing that the same actions have been variously judged by different peoples in different ages. The ideas on abortion of Western civilisation to-day are partly governed by the influence of centuries of ecclesiastical teaching, under the form of Canon Law, which has largely contributed to the formation of Civil Law, partly by the greater liberty which has followed the so-called emancipation of women, and partly by the contracting influence of economic stress.
In the near future, however, we shall find our ideas more and more strongly controlled by the * Read by invitation at a meeting of the Edinburgh Obstetrical Society held on 8th February 1939. OBST. inexorable demands made on the community by the declining population.
Let us first consider the growth of our moral ideas on the problem of abortion, and then briefly touch on its other aspects.
When we examine the customs of Classic times, we find that it was widely practised amongst the Greeks, without moral censure or penalty. Plato, Socrates, and Aristotle all freely refer to it, but not to any rule or law under which it could be punished. Indeed Aristotle advised abortion for all women who were pregnant over the age of forty ! To us of to-day this seems fantastically absurd, but no one will deny that Aristotle had a penetrating brain, and his advice was probably suitable for the peculiar and, to us, unknown conditions of his time.
Another classical writer, Lysias, maintained that abortion was not homicide because the foetus in utero was an animal without separate existence. Ovid, Juvenal, and Seneca all mention the frequency of abortion, but again there is no mention of a hostile public opinion, nor penal law. Later, however, Cicero and Galen cut out the philosophical speculations of the theorists and condemned the operation. They reflected the gradual alteration in public opinion by describing how some women had been punished by death. These authors wrote at a much later date, and certainly in response to changing conditions, such as the demand for expeditionary soldiers 
